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Cultural phenomenon of piano mazurka, since Chopin’s time one of the
most important forms of artistic expression shaped by the Polish musical
tradition, is evidenced by numerous valuable compositions that were no
less significant in the 20th century than in the 19th century, which is in
the time of domination of the Romantic paradigm and national culture that
flourished on its ground. The history of the ‘development’ of the problem,
which the reception of the piano mazurka in the 20th century Polish culture
certainly is, indicates mazurka’s special place in this particular culture.
Piano mazurka became the emanation of certain values of the culture, the
expression of spirituality searching for its identity in a new historical reality.
The book presented to the readers takes on the phenomenon from two
perspectives. The first one is the perspective of the genre treating individ-
ual musical works as illustrations of certain cultural tendencies, artifacts
embodying concepts and values important in a particular moment in his-
tory. Martin Heidegger’s words validate this perspective: “. . .the heart of
the matter is suggested in a general idea of the genre that defines a single
something as being of equal importance for many.”1 The second perspec-
tive, complementary to the first one, takes as its starting point the musi-
cal work viewed as a unique cultural phenomenon, an individual creation,
unique for its sound, structural and expressive qualities, characterized by
a special constellation of inner- and at times extra-musical meanings. This
perspective appears to be a necessary complement to the conceptual mod-
eling not only due to a need of grasping the original qualities and special
artistic value of the work of art. It was also due to the unique charac-
ter of the 20th century music that – as Maciej Gołąb wrote – “lacks [. . .]
1Martin Heidegger, “O źródle dzieła sztuki” [Der Ursprung des Kunstwerks], transl.
Lucyna Falkiewicz, in: Sztuka i Filozofia 1992 No. 5, p. 36.
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its own fundament in [tonal] system or compositional techniques as they
were understood in the past”.2 The autonomy of compositional poetics
characteristic of this century requires their advance deciphering so that
comparative analyses would allow selecting features that define identity of
the genre, community of ideas and values constituting each work.
The music put under discussion herein includes piano mazurkas com-
posed between 1900–2000 by artists who affirmed their belonging to the
Polish culture by both their works and other forms of expression that
manifest their cultural ties with Poland. This large collection of musical
works consists of mazurkas written by composers thriving both in Poland
(Karol Szymanowski, Apolinary Szeluto, Ludomir Różycki, Witold Frie-
mann, Bolesław Woytowicz, Jerzy Lefeld, Stanisław Kazuro, Jan Ekier,
Bogusław Schaeffer, Wojciech Kilar, Henryk Mikołaj Górecki, Zbigniew
Borkowski, Marian Sawa. . .) and abroad – as a result of historical events
(Roman Maciejewski, Antoni Szałowski, Tadeusz Zygfryd Kassern, Jan
Radzyński) or independently of those circumstances, deciding to settle
in other European (Aleksander Tansman, Jacek Rabiński) and American
(Zygmunt Stojowski, Feliks Fryderyk Łabuński) music centers. The music
collection of over 500 works includes mazurkas by composers belonging to
several generations, pieces representing various stylistic trends, composed
during times when different cultural paradigms reigned. Its artistic multi-
dimensional value lays in the fact that it helps to notice various mediated
artistic experiences and expressions of the frame of mind in each individual
composition, as well as observe a gradual transformation of the 19th cen-
tury stylistic model of piano mazurka heading in the 20th century toward
a new sound form.
In the five main chapters of the book an attempt is made to discuss the
subject from various and most important perspectives. The first chapter fo-
cuses on the DNA of the phenomenon: the process of the genre’s modeling,
emphasizing the role of the characteristic ‘mazurka rhythms’; the situation
of mazurka before Fryderyk Chopin, when it was considered half-functional
and half-autonomous music; Chopin mazurka gaining the benchmark sta-
tus; and mazurka of the post-Chopin period, where the idealization of the
composer’s model has taken place. In the second chapter historical and cul-
tural contexts of the 20th century mazurkas have been defined, considered
2Maciej Gołąb, Muzyczna moderna w XX wieku. Między kontynuacją, nowością a
zmianą fonosystemu, Wrocław 2011, p. 16.
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in three separate periods: first one, lasting (symbolically) from 1920, when
mazurka continued to remain under the influence of post-Romantic tra-
dition; second one, between the years 1920–1945 – marked with a search
for new sound idiom; and the third one, lasting until the century’s end,
characterized by assimilation of the new means of expression. The third
chapter outlines individual works and collections of mazurkas through the
prism of two aesthetic attitudes – epigones of Romanticism, and advocates
of new means of expression. Mazurkas by the most prominent composers
of the genre, K. Szymanowski, A. Tansman, R. Maciejewski, W. Friemann,
B. Schaeffer, and by H.M. Górecki, are discussed separately herein. The
research perspective adopted in the chapter four looks at the relationship
between the 20th century mazurka and that of Chopin, specifically relating
to elements of the composer’s style and works, stylistic idioms characteris-
tic to his music and trends current at the time. It is manifested by creative
strategies, adapted values, as well as meanings and roles the works had
been assigned. The final chapter five focuses on tendencies and regularities
of the notion constituting the 20th century poetics of the piano mazurka:
tonal-harmonic means, melodic formulas, rhythmical patterns, principles
of development and formal ideas, genre’s connotations and symbolism of
the mazurka.
Important to such an approach are applied terms and analytical cate-
gories, since it is “in the terms that we enclose certain contents derived
from experience”.3 The main ones are stylistic categories used in con-
temporary theoretical studies of the matter considered, in particular the
concepts formulated by Mieczysław Tomaszewski in his most recent publi-
cations, which the author employs to characterize the essence of the sound
idiom of Chopin’s music.4 Their adaptability to structural forms found in
the 20th century mazurkas was dictated by both the genre’s convention and
the influence of Chopin’s idiom on Polish music in the 20th century. On
the other hand, the means and techniques of the 20th century music that
did not fall into any of Tomaszewski’s categories due to the historic nature
of the artistic phenomenon that Chopin music is, were explained with the
help of other existing typologies. A theoretical concept that delineated a
3Michał Heller, Uchwycić przemijanie, ed. II, Kraków 2010, p. 168.
4Mieczysław Tomaszewski, Chopin. Człowiek. Dzieło. Rezonans, Poznań 1998;
Mieczysław Tomaszewski, Muzyka Chopina na nowo odczytana. Studia i interpre-
tacje, Kraków 1996; Mieczysław Tomaszewski, Muzyka Chopina na nowo odczytana.
Studia i interpretacje, Series second, Kraków 2010.
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general framework for the discourse on both structural and sound qualities,
as well as expressive-semantic properties of piano mazurkas was proposed
by Władysław Stróżewski who saw the work of art in three perspectives
– ontological, semiological and axiological that found their continuation in
the three concepts of the form: structural, symbolic and axiological.5 To
analyze the piano mazurka phenomenon as the embodiment of both com-
poser’s strategies and their esthetic choices, Leonard B. Meyer’s style cate-
gories6 have been used. The issue of relationship between a work and other
musical artifacts or presentation styles was discussed based on theoretical
concepts that emphasize the importance of intertextuality and purposeful-
ness of clashing different artistic statements with one another.7 However,
Hans Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutic horizon8 guided the interpretation
of piano mazurkas and revealed its methodological necessity especially in
those chapters of the book where the task of explication of the meaning
embodied in individual works and of defining the place of this music in
the Polish musical culture of the 20th century, its importance and values
perceived from the perspective of a modern recipient, was taken up. With
the help of the interpretative compass indicated above, the last chapter
of the book aims at grasping the piano mazurka as a ‘symbolic form’,
i. e. such that when placed in the historical context not only reveals “to
the researcher’s eye the multiple semantic relationships”, but also “answers
questions that are important for the human existence”,9 revealing its truth.
Heidegger wrote the following: “Embedding truth in a work of art means
creating such a being that has never existed before, and such that will not
come into existence ever again.”10
5Władysław Stróżewski, Wokół piękna. Szkice z estetyki, Kraków 2002.
6Leonard B. Meyer, Style and Music, Theory, History and Ideology, Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press 1989.
7Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, New
York: Columbia University Press 1980; Robert S. Hatten, “The Place of Intertextual-
ity in Music Studies”, in: American Journal of Semiotics 1985 No. 4, pp. 69–85.
8Hans Georg Gadamer, Prawda i metoda: zarys hermeneutyki filozoficznej [Wahrheit
und Methode: Grundzüge einer philosophischen Hermeneutik], transl. Bogdan Baran,
Kraków 1993.
9Adam Grzeliński, Prawda i znaczenie dzieła sztuki jako problem estetyki, in: Dzieło
muzyczne jako znak, vol. 8, red. Anna Nowak, Bydgoszcz 2012, p. 25.
10Heidegger, O źródle dzieła sztuki (see note 1), p. 46.
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This aspect of meaning of piano mazurka was earlier noticed in musi-
cological works that focused primarily on Chopin’s music, music of the
19th century and musical sources of the mazurka. Among those, espe-
cially important for shaping the concept of this book were Mieczysław
Tomaszewski’s monographs on Chopin. Valuable arguments and interpre-
tations of various stylistic phenomena relating to piano mazurka and its
genesis were provided by analytical studies of other researchers, including
Helena Windakiewiczowa,11 Karol Hławiczka,12 Ewa Dahlig-Turek,13 Lud-
wik Bielawski,14 Jan Stęszewski and Zofia Stęszewska,15 Danuta Idaszak.16
The question of the 20th century mazurka has not been comprehensively
reflected upon thus far. The collection of mazurkas that music histori-
ans and theorists have paid special attention to was primarily Karol Szy-
manowski’s output (Adolf Chybiński,17 Józef Michał Chomiński,18 Teresa
Chylińska,19 Ludwik Bielawski,20 Tadeusz Andrzej Zieliński,21 Małgorzata
11Helena Windakiewiczowa, Wzory ludowej muzyki polskiej w mazurkach Fryderyka
Chopina (=Rozprawy Wydziału Filologicznego PAU, 7, vol. LXI), Kraków 1926.
12Karol Hławiczka, “Ze studiów nad stylem polskim w muzyce”, in: Muzyka 1960, No. 4,
pp. 43–69.
13Ewa Dahlig-Turek, “Rytmy polskie” w muzyce XVI–XIX wieku. Studium morfolog-
iczne, Warszawa: Instytut Sztuki PAN 2006.
14Ludwik Bielawski, Rytm jako przejaw tradycji i tożsamości kulturowej, in: Dziedzict-
wo europejskie a polska kultura muzyczna w dobie przemian, ed. Anna Czekanowska,
Kraków 1995, pp. 141–154.
15Jan Stęszewski, “Morfologia rytmów mazurkowych na Mazowszu Polnym. Studium
analityczne”, in: idem, Rzeczy, świadomość, nazwy. O muzyce i muzykologii, ed.
Piotr Podlipniak and Magdalena Walter-Mazur, Poznań 2009, pp. 15–50.
16Danuta Idaszak, “Mazurek przed Chopinem”, in: F. F. Chopin, ed. Zofia Lissa,
Warszawa 1960, pp. 236–269.
17Adolf Chybiński, “Mazurki Karola Szymanowskiego”, in: Muzyka 1925 No 1–2, pp. 12–
19.
18Józef Michał Chomiński, Studia nad twórczością Karola Szymanowskiego, Kraków
1969.
19Teresa Chylińska, Karol Szymanowski i jego epoka, vol. 2, Kraków 2008.
20Ludwik Bielawski, “Karol Szymanowski a muzyka Podhala”, in: Karol Szymanowski.
Księga Sesji Naukowej poświęconej twórczości Karola Szymanowskiego, Warszawa
23–28 marca 1962, ed. Zofia Lissa, Warszawa 1964, pp. 8–21.
21Tadeusz Andrzej Zieliński, “Rytmika mazurków Szymanowskiego w zestawieniu z
mazurkami Chopina”, in: F. F. Chopin, ed. Zofia Lissa, Warszawa 1960, pp. 269–
280.
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Janicka-Słysz22). It is only the turn of the 21st century that marks an in-
creased scholarly interest in mazurkas written by other 20th century com-
posers, in particular those by Roman Maciejewski and Aleksander Tansman
(Janusz Cegiełła,23 T.A. Zieliński24), which was driven mainly by a grow-
ing reception of their music. Earlier articles of the author are also within
that realm. The research questions posed in those articles have been the
trigger for this book which is the first synthetic publication concerning the
reception of piano mazurka in the Polish music of the 20th century. It
presents one particular approach (out of many possible) to the matter in
question, not only because “the act of interpretation has no end”.25 It
is also due to the fact that – as Umberto Eco wrote – “By calling a cer-
tain form into being, an artist makes it open to endless interpretational
possibilities, [. . .] but also because there will be an infinite number of dif-
ferent personalities interpreting it, each with their own mind-set and way
of being.”26
22Małgorzata Janicka-Słysz, “Music of Chopin, as read anew by Szymanowski”, in:
Traces and Echoes of Chopin`s Work (7), ed. Anna Nowak, Bydgoszcz 2011, pp. 147–
162.
23Janusz Cegiełła, Dziecko szczęścia. Aleksander Tansman i jego czasy, vol. 1,
Warszawa 1986; Janusz Cegiełła, Dziecko szczęścia. Aleksander Tansman i jego czasy,
vol. 2, Łódź 1996.
24Tadeusz Andrzej Zieliński, “Mazurki Romana Maciejewskiego”, in: Ruch Muzyczny
2007, No. 25, pp. 37–40.
25Karol Berger, Potęga smaku. Teoria sztuki [A Theory of Art], transl. Anna
Tenczyńska, Gdańsk 2008, p. 438.
26Umberto Eco, Sztuka / La Definizione dell Arte, transl. Piotr Salwa and Mateusz
Salwa, Kraków 2008, p. 29.
